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EAST ELEVATION MURAL ON MULTI-PURPOSE ROOM NORTH ELEVATION AND MULTI-PURPOSE ROOM



SMOTHERS ELEMENTARY SCHOOL CONCEPT SUBMISSION SCHEMATIC DESIGNCFA SUBMISSIONCFA FINAL SUBMISSION1 8

EXISTING CONDITIONS - INTERIOR PHOTOS
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EXISTING CONDITIONS - INTERIOR PHOTOS

INTERIOR OF MULTIPURPOSE ROOM WITH PROSCENIUM 

WEST STAIRWAY INTERIOR DOORS WARPED WOOD FLOORING IN CLASSROOM
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DESIGN VISION
Design Vision

One of our initial design notions was the concept of weaving 
together new and existing structures, programs and approaches. 
Just as Smothers’ mission is the development of the whole child, 
our intention was to develop a new building framework which 
supports, highlights and joins together the School’s various 
educational, social, emotional and physical spheres. Coupled with 
Net Zero Ready requirements, we saw the project’s potential as a 
progressive and dynamic representational model.  

This ‘weaving together’ is evident in the overlapping use of new 
construction materials against the traditional brick of the existing 
building. On the west facade, perforated metal sunshade devices 
afford the luxury of large windows in the classrooms while 
controlling solar heat gain. These openings result in windows 
similar in size to the gracious scale of those in the existing 
building. 

New construction facades will be comprised of either brick 
veneer or fiber cement panels as a means to continue our 
conceptual themes as well as to differentiate massing and 
establish a dialogue with the existing building.  Vertical bands of 
fenestration are introduced to some of the new building facades 
as a means of enhancing the thermal perfomance of the building 
while further expanding the fabric of the overall building design 
as the school continues to grow towards the future.  

Another aspect of weaving is the incorporation of the pedimented 
portal at the west end of the historic school. The School’s new 
glazed entry lobby features this portal as a focal point.

Design Approach & Smothers’ Legacy

Our vision for the modernization of Smothers Elementary is 
grounded in the School’s history, its educational mission and its 
goals for the future as well as the legacy of its namesake, Henry 
Smothers. Henry Smothers was the founder of one of the first 
and longest operating schools for African-American students 
in the District of Columbia.   His efforts are extraordinary not 
only given the resistance and fight against Black advancement, 
especially education, but also is exceptional in that Smothers 
Elementary existed alongside other DC schools named after slave 
owners and members of the Confederacy. Smothers’ legacy is all 
the more poignant 200 years later amidst the backdrop of Black 
Lives Matter.

additional funds would later be approved totaling 
$3,814,375. Under the PWA building program, all 
construction work was to be started by January 1, 1939 at 
the latest. District Commissioners mandated the inclusion 
of assembly halls and gymnasiums in the designs of the 
proposed building plans, especially for those schools 
with sixteen rooms or more. Reports were made that 
many assemblies were being held in the smaller corridors 
of these schools.25 

Included in a large request made to District offi  cials, the 
eight room addition to the Smothers School was approved 
with an estimated cost of $168,000. Offi  cials deemed 
this project necessary due to the large population of 

Capitol Heights and Marshall Heights neighborhoods.26 Construction plans were 

 of the Smothers 
onstruc  on. (The 
5, 1939)

 of the main facade of the Smothers School in 1960. (Sumner School Archives, 1960)

Smothers School in 1960
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DESIGN VISION - CONCEPT DESIGN APPROVAL 
CONCEPT DESIGN  for the Smothers Elementary School was 
presented to the Commission during the October 2020 hearing.  
The Concept was approved by the Commission with the following 
comments:

Design Concept

The Commission acknowledged and agreed with the design 
theme and goals of the project which touched on the 
Interweaving of Smothers ES deep history in the community and 
multiple generations that have passed through its doors. This is 
a theme which contnues to be carried in the Final design with the 
interconnecting of new and pre-existing materials, contemporary 
and traditional elements, all contributing to a school design that 
embraces past, present, and future,.

Corner Entry and Primary Approach 

The Commission agreed with the corner entry approach, in 
particular, the use of landscaping and site features to address 
and engage the existing topography as a gesture towards 
creating a school community space. As part of this experience, 
we are introducing markers at various locations on these paths 
where historical moments related to Henry Smothers life are 
displayed.  DGS and DCPS has engaged with the Public Art 
program to further define these opportunities.    

West Facade Sunscreen

The Concept Design proposed a brise soleil along the western 
facade made of brick. The Commission cited some concern 
regarding the constructability of this apporach and advised 
careful study if pursued.  The Final design is now proposing a 
far simpler approach for shading by utulizing vertical perforated 
alumnimum fins.  

Concept - (Expanded Landscaped Scheme)

West Elevation - Proposed Brick Brise Soleil Gymnasium Addition -Clay Street View 

North Elevation - Interconnection of traditional brick and new materials. West Addition -View from Play Area 
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DESIGN VISION

Corner Site Entry
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ELEVATIONS

SOUTH ELEVATION

NORTH ELEVATION

EXISTINGADDITION

EXISTING ADDITIONADDITION
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ELEVATIONS

WEST ELEVATION

EAST ELEVATION NORTH VIEW - PERFORATED METAL PANEL STAIR

EXISTING ADDITION
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VIEWS

CLAY STREET VIEW - GYM ADDITIONMAIN ENTRY APPROACH

WEST VIEW - GYM ADDITIONOUTDOOR PLAY AREA DRIVEWAY
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DESIGN VISION 
Exterior Design - Materials

The modernization of Smothers Elementary calls for a careful knitting 
together of new and existing structures, programs and approaches. 
Just as Smothers’ mission is the development of the whole child, 
our intention is to create a new building framework which supports, 
highlights and joins together the school’s various educational, social, 
emotional and physical spheres... a representational model signaling a 
commitment to a dynamic and progressive future.

We do this most evidently through the treatment of the classrooms 
in the new construction west wing. Located with its primary street 
elevation facing west due to tight lot constraints, this difficult 
orientation is turned into an opportunity. A system of vertical shades, 
modulate the classrooms’ lower-sun exposure and becomes a key 
feature of the building. These screens (held off the façade three inches) 
allow for large windows in the classrooms without compromising  
natural lighitng and views.  The use of perforated metal is repeated 
at other locations around the building, including at the new stairway 
adjacent to the open play areas. 

This high-performance strategy is intended to confront the project’s 
goal of Net Zero readiness head-on; resulting in a solution which is 
ultra-functional, enduring, contemporary yet contextual, while carrying 
within it inherent variety and playfulness.

The proposed base exterior material at the new additions, including 
underneath the shading devices is brick veneer. This material weaves 
the existing buidling’s traditional materiality into the newer west 
wing addition thereby creating a symbolic intercnnection between 
new and existing.   This concept is also applied to the east addition 
where the mix of brick and fiber cement further reinforce the theme of 
interweaving. 

Perforated Metal Panels
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DESIGN VISION

ECE Playground 

In order to maximize limited outdoor space, the interior program 
is arranged to accommodate a covered play area for the Early 
Childhood Education students while classrooms for upper grades  
are located above.  This play zone is made more dynamic with 
the use of angled structural columns which also provide an 
opportunity to introduce color into this space.  

NE Exterior Stair

The egress stair is conceived as an entirely open exterior element 
with a roof covering and wrapped in a transparent perforated 
metal screen. A locked egress door at each of the two upper 
levels provides security.

                 

                                                                        Perforated Panel

Celebrating Henry Smothers

As described previously, we feel the best ways to honor Henry 
Smothers legacy is to create open, light-filled and joyful spaces 
for the students, teachers and visitors as well as strategies 
which reinforce a generational connection to the community. As 
we continue to develop the design, working with the dedicated 
team at the school, our goals are to create a fun and nurturing 
environment that is less institutional and more child-centric in 
its focus. Classes are grouped into age-appropriate cohorts, play 
is prioritized over parking on the site, and the school serves as a 
part of the tapestry of its community and legacies, woven into 
this prominent corner. We hope we have in large part met these 
goals.

EHT TRACERIES
 Draft Narrative

for the  rst day of school that year.18

Formal dedication ceremonies at the new Smothers School took place in the afternoon of November 
23, 1923. The school was named in honor of Henry Smothers, the African-American man who founded 
the schoolhouse for African American children on H Street near Fourteenth Street, NW, nearly one 
hundred years earlier. Robert L. Haycock, assistant superintendent of schools, delivered an address 
highlighting the signi cance of the day, as it was Community Day during the annual Education Week 
program. Five classrooms were located within the building, and had been occupied by students since 
October. A history of the old Smothers School and Benning Road School was read accompanied by a 
violin solo.19

Located on the southwest corner of Square 5135, the building was positioned in such a way to provide 
room for later expansion. Bounded by Clay Street to the north, Brooks Street (once Washington Place) 
to the south, and Forty-Fourth Street to the west, the lot had an irregular rhombus shape. The one-
story plus basement school building was rectangular in plan with a low-pitched tin roof. Constructed 
of red brick, the building was designed in a simple Renaissance style with minimal limestone trim. 
Students and faculty entered the building through a projecting entrance bay on the west end of the 
building. The four classrooms were arranged around a central hallway. Four additional rooms were 
located in the basement including the boys and girls restrooms, a play room, and the kindergarten 

FIGURE 11 Photograph of a class of students at the Smothers School. (Smithsonian Na  onal 
Museum of American History, 1934)
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MATERIALS 

New Brick  

Translucent Panels

Perforated Metal Color and Pattern

Fiber Cement Panel 
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                                                                        Perforated Panel
to the south, and Forty-Fourth Street to the west, the lot had an irregular rhombus shape. The one-
story plus basement school building was rectangular in plan with a low-pitched tin roof. Constructed
of red brick, the building was designed in a simple Renaissance style with minimal limestone trim.
Students and faculty entered the building through a projecting entrance bay on the west end of the
building. The four classrooms were arranged around a central hallway. Four additional rooms were
located in the basement including the boys and girls restrooms, a play room, and the kindergarten
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2 SECTION AT WEST BUILDING
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to the south, and Forty-Fourth Street to the west, the lot had an irregular rhombus shape. The one-
story plus basement school building was rectangular in plan with a low-pitched tin roof. Constructed
of red brick, the building was designed in a simple Renaissance style with minimal limestone trim.
Students and faculty entered the building through a projecting entrance bay on the west end of the
building. The four classrooms were arranged around a central hallway. Four additional rooms were
located in the basement including the boys and girls restrooms, a play room, and the kindergarten
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to the south, and Forty-Fourth Street to the west, the lot had an irregular rhombus shape. The one-
story plus basement school building was rectangular in plan with a low-pitched tin roof. Constructed
of red brick, the building was designed in a simple Renaissance style with minimal limestone trim.
Students and faculty entered the building through a projecting entrance bay on the west end of the
building. The four classrooms were arranged around a central hallway. Four additional rooms were
located in the basement including the boys and girls restrooms, a play room, and the kindergarten
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